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Chapter 8




Take a moment to think back to an activity or experience that you participated in as
a young child - an activity that you enjoyed, that captured your interest, that had you
actively involved and that engaged your curiosity and thinking . For many of us, such a
request evokes vivid recollections of our childhood play. One of my own recollections
is as follows :
I remember sitting on the edge of a sandpit that my father had made in the
back garden. I was there with Rachel from next door, and we had worked
together for ages to build a huge mound of sand which almost reached the
edges of the sand-pit . I remember how we picked flower petals in order to
make patterns on our castle wall, and poked holes in the side so that the
`castle people' could see out . But most vividly, I remember the feel of the
cold, grainy sand on my bare feet as I flattened the moat around the castle,
and the intense giggles and squeals of pleasure as Rachel and I `squished'
the whole thing by belly-flopping onto the sand .
My recollection involved more than a memory of the physical activity . I also recall
a warm feeling of close friendship, the intensity of concentration during the pattern-
making, the sensation of the sand under my feet, and the emotional release at the end of
the play. Such rich and detailed memories attest to the importance of play experiences
in our lives and prompt us to think carefully about the value of play in the lives of young
children .
Anyone who has had any experience with young children will have no difficulty
in recognising that play is a fundamental activity of childhood. Children play in many
different ways, in different social situations, using different materials, and engaging in a
diverse range of activities . In this chapter, I examine some of the characteristics of young
children's play by looking closely at the features of play and exploring why children play
in the ways that they do . Through this review, I hope to affirm the reasons why early
childhood professionals advocate play as a primary means of promoting learning and
development in the early years .
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Play and early childhood curriculum
The idea that play is central in young children's lives is reflected in many early
childhood programs worldwide (Wood, 2004). These programs feature a play-based
early childhood curriculum, underpinned by a broad adherence to the value of play
for young children's development and learning . Statements such as `children learn best
through play' and `play facilitates children's development' have widespread acceptance
within the early childhood field, and such statements gain ever increasing support from
educational and developmental research .
The inclusion of play in early childhood programs, however, is not new . Play has
featured in early childhood programs since the first kindergartens were established more
than 150 years ago . Friedrich Froebel's curriculum emphasised children's engagement
with a set of gifts, such as blocks, balls, and mathematical shapes, and occupations,
such as painting, clay work, and threading. By exploring these gifts and occupations,
Froebel argued that play would lead children to develop a spiritual understanding of
the physical and aesthetic features of their world, and thereby gain a `natural' insight
into their place in the world (in Frost, Wortham & Reifel, 2001) . The early childhood
curriculum of Maria Montessori was based on the premise that play constituted a means
to instruct children in specific life skills,and teach them about the properties of objects .
Children were free to self-select their play materials, but the use of the play materials
themselves was very circumscribed, with children using these materials to construct or
achieve an expected end product .
From such historical roots, early childhood professionals came to value play in its
own right. Contemporary programs now reflect a more child-centred notion of play
as an avenue for self-motivated exploration, experimentation, self expression and
relationship building . The concept of Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP)
(Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) is underpinned by a commitment to the importance of
play. Based on the image of the child as an active constructor of knowledge and meaning,
DAP argues that play provides a supportive context for learning and development :
Play provides a context for children to practice newly acquired skills and also
to function on the edge of their developing capacities to take on new social
roles, attempt novel or challenging tasks, and solve complex problems that they
would not (or could not) otherwise do (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997, p .14) .
In Australia, the principles of the Reggio Emilia approach are increasingly being
incorporated into early childhood centres (see Patterson, Chapter 16)
. This approach
advances the importance of children's symbolic, expressive play experiences in the
promotion of new understandings
. Such programs feature the inclusion of in-depth,
emergent investigations which stem from children's interests and curiosity
. Teachers
draw on their understanding of children's current knowledge and ways of thinking
to collaborate with the children during their play experiences
. By asking questions,
posing problems, suggesting alternatives, and documenting children's ideas and creative
expressions, teachers endeavour to promote group problem-solving, exploration, and
the development of new ways of thinking (Gandini, 1993) .
Children at play .
While sitting in her high chair, 8-month-
old Emily has picked up one of the
wooden blocks that has been placed
on the tray by her mother. After putting
the block into her mouth, she bangs it
onto the tray. For the next few minutes,
she repeatedly bangs the block on the
tray, seemingly engrossed in the effect
that she is having .
For 20 minutes, Rani, Sam and Mel
have been noisily arranging the large
blocks on the verandah of their early-
childhood centre . As their teacher
approaches, Sam calls out 'We're
making a bus'. 'Yeah' continues Rani,
'We need wheels, so we can drive it to
the zoo'.
3-year-old Jason is sitting
the
sandpit, and is using his scoop to pile
up the sand . He turns to his father who
has been watching his play, and gives
h m a scoop, saying 'Make a castle' .
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As you can see, play is central to early childhood in both historical and contemporary
contexts. However, by themselves, these approaches do not explain why the early
childhood field is committed to the notion that play is so important for children's learning
and development . For this reason, we need to consider more thoroughly the features
of children's play and the way in which play is intricately interwoven with children's
developmental and social contexts. We can thus explore why children play as they do,
and gain a richer understanding of the role of play in young children's lives .
How can play be defined?
Most of us have no difficulty in recognising play when we see it. However, an all-
encompassing definition of play is elusive . As the scenarios below demonstrate, play
episodes differ widely, depending on the materials being used, the people who are
playing, and the goals or themes that are involved :
In their kindergarten class, the children
have spent the afternoon making
'astronaut hats'. Having finished their'
creations, Jon and Carla are arranging
two tables to make a rocket. Jon puts
his hands on his hips and, in a deep,
authoritative voice, calls out 'Get ready
for take-off'. Carla straps herself into
the rocket, and responds with '10-9-8-
7-6-5-4-3-2-1- Liftoff!'
12-month-old Aila sitting on the
kitchen floor with a pile of clothes pegs .
She carefully picks up the pegs one ata
time, and drops them into a plastic tub .
Suddenly, she picks up the container
and upends the contents onto the floor .
She then begins again to, drop each peg
into the tub .
Liam and Jo are running around on
the lawn. With their arms outstretched,
they rotate their imaginary steering
wheels, while yelling 'Brrrrum brrrrum'
at the tops of their voices .
Most of us would agree that all of these children are playing
. Yet the diversity in the
above examples is striking
. There is play that is solitary and play that is social
; play
that is passive and quiet and play that is active and noisy
; play that revolves around
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objects and props, and play that does not
; play that reflects real-life and play that
involves fantasy.
With so many different types of play, it is clear than play cannot be defined
according to any one feature of the play activity or context. For this reason, many
contemporary definitions of play incorporate a set of dimensions which come together
to characterise play. Fromberg (2002) describes six attributes which provide a useful
means of encapsulating the meaning of young children's play.
Play is pleasurable
Anyone who has watched children deeply engaged in play will know that play is an
enjoyable activity. Even when children enact serious themes such as accidents and
illness, children's play gives them the intense sense of satisfaction and fulfilment which
stems from meaningful engagement in the activity (Fromberg, 2002) . Play, however,
should not be regarded as frivolous . As evidenced by Emily's block play and Aila's
peg play, children play in quite serious ways, and their pleasure is expressed in a
number of ways, including joyous outburst, quiet contemplation, and serious, intense
engagement.
Play is voluntary
When children are thoroughly engaged in their play, it is usually because they participate
in ways that they have chosen for themselves . Play is regarded as being intrinsically
motivated, in that the control of the activity lies within the children rather than being
imposed on them by others . There are a number of reasons why children choose to
play in the ways that they do : they may be attracted to a particular toy or a particular
activity, or they may want to play with particular children (Fromberg, 2002) . Whatever
the reason, once play begins, children can choose to modify its direction or leave the play
altogether
. Because of this internal motivation and control, children's play is meaningful
and important to them, as it engages their interests, their curiosity, and thinking . It is
hardly surprising that children will afford considerable energy, effort, concentration,
and persistence to their play activities, often to an extent not apparent in more adult
controlled or structured activities (Dockett & Fleer, 1999) .
Play is meaningful
Play tends to be based on children's real-life experiences and, consequently, it is directly
relevant to the lives of the players
. Play themes often reflect everyday events such as
cooking, eating, and travelling, and children play with objects or toys that are familiar to
them
. As such, play revolves around children's experiences of the world, enabling them
to integrate familiar themes as well as novel ones into their knowledge base
. Children's
play reflects what they know, and constitutes a meaningful context within which to
express themselves, explore, and experiment, thereby providing the opportunity to build
new skills, knowledge, and ideas (Dockett & Fleer, 1999)
.
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Play is symbolic
In play, children actively represent their world and their experiences in it . In the above
scenarios, we see Rani, Sam and Mel making a bus out of blocks, and Liam and Jo
driving cars . In their pretend play, children act `as if' they were somebody or something
else, using their own bodies and actions to symbolise typical events and themes . Play
also involves the use of symbols in the form of language, as children use words and
utterances to express their ideas, act out roles, and negotiate the direction of play .
Play is rule-governed
In order to retain control over the flow of their play, children often seem to have unspoken
or commonly understood rules about how the play will proceed . Children will allocate
roles (such as `you be the baby' or `I'll be the dad') to one another, and the child who is
playing the `baby' will engage in different play behaviours than the one playing the `dad' .
As evidenced by Jon's `astronaut voice', children may use vocal tones, facial expressions,
and body language expressions to communicate their expectations about how the play
progresses. Such rules allow the play to flow smoothly, and the resultant engagement
makes the process of playing much more important than any particular outcome .
Play is episodic
Children draw on their knowledge of the world, as well as their relationships with their
peers and adults, to develop play themes and scripts which contain a certain structure
Children's play often involves an initiation phase, where children decide what to pla3
and how to play it . Children will then play until renegotiation becomes necessary and
the play focus shifts, or until one or more children leave to begin another activity . Such
episodes can be momentary, or they can be developed over a period of time as children
negotiate and renegotiate the rules and expectations. As such, the children seem to
focus on the process of play itself, rather than any particular product or goal (Johnson,
Christie & Yawkie, 1999) .
In short, it seems that play cannot be defined according to any one attribute, activity,
or social context . Instead, the above characteristics combine to bring about an internal
disposition that becomes readily identifiable as play
. The value of this play `state of mind'
is eloquently summed up by Wood :
Play provides the ideal conditions in which to learn and enhances the quality
of learning through intrinsic motivation and self-initiated activity. Because
play is a'natural' activity, children know intuitively what they need ; they can
be themselves, and are free to explore and experiment (Wood, 2004, p .22) .
Play is therefore construed as a powerful medium through which children can learn
about their world and the people in it
. However, while Wood (2004) argues that play is
`natural' for young children, this does not mean that all children play in similar ways . In
the following section, we take a closer look at some differences in the way that children
engage in play, and examine the factors which have been put forward to explain this
diversity.
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Understanding children's play
Children vary widely in the type of play in which they engage, and the play behaviours
that they use. As the following scenario shows, differences are
evident even when
children are playing with the same materials :
In action . . .
Jeremy and Sasha are sitting on a mat stocked with blocks and toy cars
. Sasha is
sitting quietly, totally absorbed with her own
action of pushing a car backwards
and forwards on the mat. Jeremy has used the blocks to make a garage for his
car. 'Look Sasha','he cries, `I made a garage
. Look!' Sasha momentarily looks
towards Jeremy, and returns to her own play . Jeremy
busies himself by making
a road .for his car.
In order to understand such differences in play behaviours, we need to consider the factors
which may influence children's play . Contemporary theories of play have identified a
number such of features
. Below, we review the developmental and contextual factors
which underpin, shape and guide children's play behaviours.
The developmental context of play
We can safely claim that children's development is often reflected in their play. Babies
tend to play in different ways than toddlers, whose play, in turn, often differs widely
from that of preschool and school age children . So which areas of development seem to
have the most impact upon children's play? In the period of early childhood, children's
cognitive and social developmental domains have been regarded as being particularly
significant in understanding why developmental and age-related differences in play
behaviours occur.
Play and cognitive development
For some time, researchers have noticed connections between children's cognitive
development and their play. A major contributor in this area was Piaget (1962), who
located children's play firmly within his stages of cognitive development (see Talay-
Ongan, Chapter 4) . Piaget argued that children's play reflected their level of cognitive
development and progressed in a stage-like fashion as they advanced from sensory-
motor, to preoperational, to concrete operational modes of thinking .
Piaget believed that children in the sensory-motor stage engage mainly in functional
or practice play as they use their senses to explore their world . Children's actions often
begin as exploration, as babies use their mouths and hands to explore their own bodies
and new objects . With age, infants begin to experiment with cause and effect, and their
play shows evidence of more complex planning and organisation .
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Children's play changes as they enter the preoperational stage, as their ability to
mentally represent ideas and events sees the emergence of symbolic play . Smilanski
(1968) contributed to Piaget's ideas by describing the category of constructive play,
where children use concrete objects to construct a representation of an object . This type
of play, she argued, forms a bridge between functional, object-based play, and Piaget's
category of symbolic pretend play.
Toddlers often begin by engaging in solitary pretend play, playing by themselves
with realistic props such as toy cups or pretend food . Over time, there is a move away
from reliance on realistic objects, as children use their imagination to substitute one
object for another, so that a pile of sand, for example, becomes a cake, or a hand gesture
symbolises the holding of a cup. Play themes also become increasingly imaginative and
elaborate, as children move from re-enacting short, everyday events such as eating from
a bowl, to more complex scripts such as a restaurant play involving patrons, waiters and
cooks. Pretend play also becomes increasingly social over time . Often referred to as
sociodramatic play, preschool children tend to join with others to engage in mutually
agreed upon pretend play scripts and themes . Such an achievement not only involves
imitation and imagination, but also relies on the social, communicative, and perspective-
taking skills of the children involved (Dockett & Fleer, 2002) .
Finally, as children enter the concrete operational stage, they begin to engage in play
with rules . Children may now adhere to a set of rules that are passed down `from above'
such as those in a board game, or they may negotiate and invent their own rules in a play
script with their playmates. Such games often incorporate cooperation, competition,
and self control, and require advanced cognitive skills such as strategic planning and
prediction .
n summary
Cognitive stages of play (Piaget, 1962 ; Smilanski, 1968)
Functional play : Children are involved in the repetitive use of actions or objects,
such as hitting a drum, stamping feet, digging dirt, or kicking a ball . This type
of play is often referred to as practice play, as children explore and experiment
with objects or use newly acquired skills .
Constructive play : Children use objects to construct or make something,
such as building with blocks, or making an animal out of clay. The play is
goal oriented, and involves problem-solving and prediction as children work
towards producing something that will remain once the play has concluded .
Symbolic play : Children's ability to mentally represent images, objects, or
events enables them to engage in pretend play, for example, pretending to
eat ice-cream, to drive a car, or ride a broom as a horse . Children's symbolic'
play gradually becomes more elaborate and social over time, moving from
engagement in solitary pretence to sociodramatic play .
Games with rules : Children engage in formal games with mutually agreed upon,
predetermined rules, such as hopscotch, cricket, and skipping games .'
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From Piaget's cognitive perspective, differences in play behaviours are explained by
reference to successive levels of cognitive development . However, as seen in the above
summary, children's play not only increases in cognitive complexity, but also in social
involvement as children begin to interact and cooperate with their peers . This prompts
us to look at the social aspects of children's play .
Play and social development
Parten's (1932) extensive observations of children's play led her to propose that children
become increasingly social with age . Indeed, Parten's social categories of play have had
a lasting influence in guiding our understanding of the social aspect of children's play .
Parten claimed that children, until around the age of two, engage largely in onlooker
or solitary play. As older children gravitate towards others by involving themselves in
parallel play, their play reflects a growing social awareness . Increasing levels of social
interaction and cooperation emerge in later preschool years as children engage in
associative and cooperative play.
In summary . . .
Parten's social stages of play
Solitary play : Children show no awareness of the play of others as they are
totally involved in their own play.
Onlooker play : Children observe the play of others,, but do not attempt to join
in .
Parallel play :
Children play next to others who are using the same or similar
materials, but there is little or no interaction with the others .
Associative play: Children play with others using the same or similar equipment .
They may interact about what they are doing, but there is no mutually defined
.goal to the play.
Cooperative play : Children play in a group, and cooperate with one another to
work towards a mutually agreed upon goal or plan of action .
Some support from brain research
The cognitive and social categories of play seem to encapsulate the developmental trends
in the complexity of children's play
. On the whole, infants do tend to play in relatively
solitary and simple ways with objects and actions, whereas preschool age children often
engage in symbolic, representational play with a group of peers
. Recent advances in
brain research appear to support such developmental trends as well (see Talay-Ongan,
Chapter 7) .
It is noteworthy that typical play behaviours of certain age groups appear to reflect
the neurological development taking place at that time (Bergen & Coscia, 2000)
:
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• During toddlerhood, the language structures of the brain become
increasingly active, demonstrating its increasing capacity for symbolic
thought . It is therefore interesting to note that this development coincides
with the emergence of early symbolic pretend play .
• During the preschool and early school period, the frontal lobe networks
necessary for higher cognitive functions such as problem-solving, planning,
and memory experience rapid growth . Such skills are essential for the more
complex and elaborated symbolic play, and for the games with rules that,
according to Piaget and Smilanski, characterise this age group .
Rethinking the cognitive and social bases of play
The cognitive and social stages of play provide us with a way of understanding why
children's play behaviours often appear to change with age. More contemporary
conceptualisations, however, have challenged the notion that play behaviour is
as systematic and predictable as these stages would lead us to believe . It has been
argued that a stage-based, linear view limits our understanding of play on a number
of counts .
To begin with, questions have been raised about the relatively fixed sequence
inherent in stage descriptions . Stage models suggest that children's play is constrained
by their level of development, and that children are unable to play in more `advanced'
modes until they have reached a higher level of cognitive or social functioning .
Howes (1985) study of toddler social pretend play illustrates how such a description
may seriously under-estimate young children's play capabilities. Howes reported
observations of two-year-olds engaged in social and cooperative pretend play, clearly
challenging the idea that such play is beyond the cognitive and social skills of such
young children .
The notion that play behaviour progresses in a linear fashion has also been
challenged. For example, Smith (1978) describes how many older children often
alternate between solitary and cooperative play
. Similarly, Bakeman and Brownlee
(1980) observed that older children use parallel playas a means of initiating cooperative
play with chosen peers .
Furthermore, categories proposed by Parten (1932), Piaget (1962) and Smilanski
(1968) only apply to a limited subset of a repertoire of play activities
. Consider whether
the following scenario can be adequately addressed by such categories
:
n action . . .
Jody ran shrieking around the garden, with her father in hot pursuit, As she
slowed to look behind her, her father swept her off her
feet into the air, and
spun around
. Jody laughed uncontrollably, as her father squeezed her, As soon
as she was put down, she took off again, with her father
calling out 'I'm going
o get you!'
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The example of Jody and her father may be typical of the play that takes place
within a family context, yet to classify it using the cognitive or social categories of play
is difficult. Recent studies have included investigations of children's rough and tumble
play (Scott & Panksepp, 2003), motor play (Pellegrini & Smith, 1999), playful teasing
(Shatz, 1994), music play (see Suthers, this volume, Chapter 10), and even computer
play (Ellis & Blashki, 2004). The previously mentioned categories do not provide
a sufficiently comprehensive picture of the diverse types and multiple contexts of
children's play.
The play categories have also been criticised for their focus on individual and same-
age peer-related play. More recent evidence in play research recognises the features and
importance of parent-child play (Tamis-LaMonda, Uzgiris & Bornstein, 2002), teacher-
child play (Goncu & Weber, 2000), and of mixed age play (Kowalski, Wyver, Masselos &
De Lacey, 2004) . These findings, too, broaden our view of the varied social relationships
and contexts in which children play .
The above brief review makes it clear that a comprehensive understanding of play
requires us to move beyond the more traditional descriptions of developmental norms .
Children's play appears to be considerably more diverse than such narrow descriptions
and rigid views, which are relatively decontextualised, or removed from elements of
children's social and relational world. In the section below, we consider children's play
in social and cultural contexts to deepen our understanding of this rich and seemingly
infinitely variable activity.
The cultural and social context of play
The ideas of Vygotsky (1972 ; see Talay-Ongan & Ap, Chapter 4) have been influential
with those who advocate the notion that play has to be understood in relation to
children's cultural and social context . Vygotsky claimed that symbolic play was an
inherently social process, as play roles and themes are reflective of the roles of others
in their society. For example, a child in one cultural context may pretend to be a parent
cooking at a stove, whereas a child in another may pretend to be a parent cooking over
an open fire . Thus, play provides an avenue for culturally specific values and ways of
thinking to be transmitted across generations, as children play out the specific roles that
are promoted and supported by others in their society .
The social and cultural context, however, does not only include differences in adult
roles. Bronfenbrenner's (1979 ; see Wong, Chapter 2) ecological model provides a useful
way of conceptualising the many levels of socio-cultural influence
. His model not only
reminds us that children are situated within an immediate environment that includes
family, peers, and early-childhood settings, but that these features are positioned within
wider societal and cultural contexts .
Developmentally appropriate and culturally sensitive practice
As mentioned earlier, Developmentally Appropriate Practice (Bredekamp & Copple,
1997) has play and understanding individual differences and interests
of children at
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its core
. Recent views have incorporated the significance of culture on children's
development, as early-childhood professionals define their practice not only as
developmentally appropriate, but also as
socially and culturally sensitive. New (1994,
p
.66) advances this view when she raises the following points :
•
Child development research findings need to be evaluated critically as
they are mostly based on western, middle-class (predominantly American)
children and therefore not representative of diverse societies .
• An appreciation of cultural values and beliefs and how these influence




Developmental appropriateness needs to be contextualised within families,
the larger community, and the culture in which young children live .
With these points in mind, let us now consider some areas of research which illustrate
ways that children's social and cultural context and their play behaviours interact .
Cross-cultural evidence
Children's play has been observed to vary across cultures, suggesting that cultural belief
systems, values and expectations serve to guide the way that children play. This not only
influences the roles that children adopt in their play, but also the actual type of play that
they engage in .
Gaskins (1999), for example, observed the activities of Mayan village children,
noting that these children rarely engaged in pretend play . Gaskins argued that this was
not because the children were developmentally incapable of symbolic play, but instead,
because work was the valued activity in that society . Not only did adults work, but
children were expected to participate as well . Consequently, most Mayan adults did not
value pretend play and did not provide encouragement or support for it . In contrast,
Lillard and Witherington (2004) noted that mothers of toddlers in the USA provided
subtle cues such as smiling, exaggerated actions, and verbal sound effects to indicate to
them that the play was pretend . The authors argue that such cues provide toddlers with
important information to facilitate their understanding of pretend, thereby promoting
the toddlers' participation in symbolic play .
Broad cultural values related to an understanding of self are also evident in the
way that adults interact with children during play. For example, Miller and Harwood
(2002) compared the play styles of Puerto Rican and American
mothers with their 4- to
12-month-old infants
. They found that the American mothers tended to participate in
large muscle and movement oriented games that promoted mobility . In contrast, Puerto
Rican mothers engaged in more face-to-face interactive and turn-taking games . The
authors argue that these different play styles can be due to different cultural values about
autonomy and independence, with the American mothers emphasising personal choice
and physical mastery, and the Puerto Rican mothers promoting social connectiveness
and infant-mother interdependence.
142 Section One : Child Development
The Australian context
Adults play a central role in guiding and supporting children's play and socialisation,
The ways that adults provide for play, and interact with children during play, provide
subtle messages about what is accepted and what is not
. MacNaughton's (1999) work
on gender and play has been particularly influential in the Australian early childhood
context, challenging early childhood teachers to think carefully about how children's
play can reinforce societal inequities .
Research in focus
Glenda MacNaughton (1999) describes how children's ; play often reflects
Western stereotypical gender roles,
with girls adopting passive, nurturing roles,
while boys adopt more active and aggressive roles . She claims that 'crossing'
these gender boundaries can be dangerous, with children running the risk of
rejection, isolation, and frustration . Contemporary early childhood approaches
now promote the need for teachers to proactively challenge power inequities
by providing children with the opportunity to experience and explore non
stereotypical options in their play.
Peer scaffolding
While our understanding of play is enhanced by a consideration of the adult's role,
we cannot ignore the role played by children's playmates or peers . Much of children's
play takes place with other children, so it is important to consider how children's social
interactions with those peers support and facilitate their play . Bateson (1955) argues
that in play, children use a range of signals to communicate to one another the theme,
expectations, and intentions surrounding their play activity. According to Bateson, such
communicative strategies are used by children to indicate to their playmates that `this
is play', and therefore constitute an essential supportive element to peers . Some rich
examples of such communicative strategies can be found in the following vignette :
What communicative support strategies can you
identify?
Amy, James and Kyle are in a group on the veranda . Jie is playing on her own
nearby.
James : Let's play hospitals .
Kyle :
	
OK, I'll be the doctor.
James : Amy can be sick, and you can fix her up .
Kyle: . Yes, and you be the ambulance man, and you put her on the bed .
Amy: Let's pretend that I'm crying, and you have to phone my mum .
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Kyle
	
OK, and then we'll pretend to fix you, and then you can go home in the
ambulance .
Amy: We need a mum - Jie, come here -- you pretend to be my mum!
Jie joins the groupp of children and says: You need to ring me. I'll go over there
and you ring me and tell me to come to hospital, OK?
Kyle : OK . . . I know! -
Kyle looks around, and picks up a skipping rope . He holds the handle to his ear
and passes the other handle to Jie .
Kyle Ring ring ring' ring„
Jie holds the other handle to her ear: Hello?
Kyle : Come to the hospital. Your little girl is sick.
Jie: OK, I'm coming!
She puts down the 'phone ; joins the, group, and leans overAmy, who is making
sobbing noises, and pats her, saying : It's all right. You'll be better soon .
These children are clearly signalling to one another, using expressions such as `pretend',
and `I'll be the . . .'to invite each other to pretend and to negotiate the script and the
play roles (see also Garvey, 1993) . While Bateson's (1955) theory focused on explaining
children's social pretend play, recent research has highlighted that children support one
another's play in a range of play contexts .
Play and theory of mind
One area of research that is being increasingly incorporated into contemporary
explanations of play relates to children's developing understanding of the thoughts,
wishes, and feelings of others. Known as theory-of-mind development, children's
understanding of their own and others' mental states has been argued to underpin
children's ability to negotiate, predict, and cooperate with others during play (Dockett &
Degotardi, 1997) . In the following scenarios, consider how the children's understanding
of their own mental states and those of their play-mates supported the establishment
and maintenance of their play :
at Josie, and remains
Mind reading in action . . .
Josie is lying down, almost completely hidden in a bridge made out of a cloth
hammock. Cherie is waiting to cross the bridge, but is blocked by Josie.
Cherie : l need to get across .
Josie : (No reply)
Cherie : Move Josie!
Josie : You can hide in here . (She smiles enticing)
still)
Cherie : Yeah - we can hide .
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Cherie gets in the bridge, and Josie moves to, make ; room
for her.They both duck
down, laughing.
Belinda and Amy are rolling out dough .




You got to roll it out.
Belinda : Well I don't know how to roll it.
Amy: Do you want me to show you? (Amy rolls out
Belinda's dough)
Belinda : OK, I know now. (She pushes the cutter in) Like this?
In the first scenario, we see Josie use her `mind reading' skills persuasively, in order
to influence her friend's intention . In the second, Amy confidently expresses her
knowledge in order to gain assistance from her friend . Children's ability to express
their own mind and make inferences about the minds of others has been observed to
feature across a full range of play experiences . In addition to being an important means
of cooperation and negotiation, such skills enable children to initiate conversations
with others, resolve conflicts, and share jokes and humorous exchanges (Degotardi &
Cross, 1999) .
These theory-of-mind abilities would be of little concern to us if we understood
play only from the perspective of the individual child. Such observations also prompt us
to consider the relationship aspect of children's play . Children's history of interactions
with their peers enables them to build a knowledge bank of effective communicative
strategies . Furthermore, knowing their playmates will help them to make inferences
about their peers' wants, likes, and opinions, making it easier to cooperate and maintain
the flow of the play (Dunn, 1988) .
When viewed from a social perspective, we begin to see that play not only
relies on the development of the individual child, but also on the social interactions
that take place between the participants. Children's communicative and theory-of-
mind abilities allow them to collaborate, cooperate and negotiate with one another,
thereby developing a shared understanding about the meaning of their play. This
intersubjectivity, or `meeting of minds', is central to many childhood experiences and
brings about the thematic and emotional richness that we so often associate with the
play of young children .
Conclusions
In this chapter, we have reviewed how play is influenced by children's individual level of
development and features of their social and cultural contexts . Children bring to the play
arena a set of individual skills and understandings, and these individual developmental
differences impact upon the way in which they engage with their playmates, play
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themes and materials. Both adults and peers need to be recognised as being important
in the ways that they provide for, support and guide children's play. A contemporary
understanding of play recognises that diversity in children's play is brought about by an
interaction between these various sources of influence .
By examining the characteristics of young children's play, we begin to appreciate
why early childhood educators regard play as a powerful learning medium . Play allows
children to practise skills, represent their current understandings, and experiment with
new ideas in a context which is supported both by their current developmental level
and the practices of others in their social world. Furthermore, individual development
and socio-cultural forces intersect to provide opportunities for the development of new
skills and ways of thinking .
We conclude with a cautionary note: while play is construed by early childhood
professionals as an important means of teaching and learning, it is important to
remember that `children engage in play, not with the aim of teaching or learning, but with
the aim of playing' (Dockett & Fleer, 1999, p .9) . Put simply, play is what young children
want to do, and, arguably, what they do best . As such, play provides young children
with the perfect avenue for learning and provides adults with an effective means of
tapping into children's interests and curiosity in order to support, guide, and promote
their development .
Reflections and self-assessment
1 . Observe a group of young children playing . What evidence can you see
of Fromberg's (2002) six defining attributes of play? Do you think that
these attributes would change with the age of the children?' Consider the
reasons for your response .
Play is child's work. Elaborate your views on this statement .
In your observations of children's play, what evidence have you seen to
support the notion that play is influenced by their cognitive and social'
development? How will you take this into account when planning
experiences for young children?
Think about your own play interactions with a young child . How do you
think your own expectations, interaction style, values, and parenting
beliefs influenced (a) the materials that you provided, (b) the way that you
played, and (c) the learning and/or developmental opportunities that were
afforded to the child?
How do peers support one another's play? What are the implications for
your own practice with young children?
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